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County Agent’s Notes:
Wildlife Food Plots – Do it right for best results.
By: Dr. Ernie Flint, Area Agronomic Crops Agent
Mississippi State University Extension Service
You may call it whatever you like, but growing food plots for wildlife is agriculture.
Hunters long ago learned that game species of all types thrive best in areas where crops are
grown. Consequently, hunters now plant their own “crops” to attract and support wildlife.
Many areas where hunting is done were once farmed, but today these areas are likely in
forest, owned or leased by people who are not experienced farmers. Their efforts to grow crops
for wildlife are usually successful to a limited degree, but with a little knowledge these “plots”
can be a lot more productive.
About this time every year, I see the same thing happening. Hunters haul their tractors
and equipment to the deer camp and start “farming” their food plots. Then, later in the year, I
sometimes see these areas where crops have been planted. Very often I find poor stands of crop
plants, poor growth of the crops, and serious soil erosion. Just for the sake of discussion, let’s
talk about some methods to improve food plots.
The first thing to look at is the site. The best site should be well-drained but chosen so
that heavy rainfall will not cause heavy damage. Avoid low areas where runoff water may
collect and drown the crop, and also avoid sites that are so steep that the soil will be washed
away after preparation of the plot. A slightly elevated site near a stream is an excellent choice
since feeding animals will have a source of water to go along with their food. A flat spot on top
of a hill is also good if water can be found within about a quarter mile.
The next consideration is the soil. While some areas are good farmland, most woodland
sites are in areas of poor soil. These soils are very acidic, often having pH levels as low as 4.5;
crops like wheat, oats, ryegrass, corn, and clovers prefer pH levels of around 6.5 and will not do
well in acid soil. Lime must be applied to these soils to make them productive, and is much
more important than the fertilizers that are often the only soil amendments used. Lime rate
should be around 100 to 150 pounds per thousand square feet. This is a lot of weight to haul to
some of the out-of-the-way locations, but without it crops cannot grow as they should. For areas
where a spreader can be used, this translates to a rate of 2 to 3 tons per acre.
Soil preparation is the next step. Unless the site has to be cleared first, there is no need to
work the soil into a powder before planting. A very light disking that exposes a minimum of soil
is the best way because the soil will still be able to hold together and resist erosion. Spread lime
and fertilizers just prior to disking so that some of these materials will be mixed into the soil, but
thorough mixing is not necessary; nature will do that for you.
Where a heavy growth of weeds and grass has to be removed before planting, the best
approach may be to spray the area with a safe product like glyphosate several weeks prior to the

time when planting is to be done. This way the only operations will be spreading lime and
fertilizer, light disking, and planting.
One of the most frequent mistakes made in planting food plots is in planting the seed too
deep. Often this is the result of re-disking after the seed are applied. A disk is not a good tool
for this operation; a light harrow or a pipe or board drag is much better. Seed do not have to be
“buried” to do well; this is especially true with small-seeded crops. If you want to disk-in your
seed, use large-seeded crops like corn, soybean, peas, or sunflower, and even then take care not
to cover over an inch in depth.
We have talked about lime, which is the most important soil amendment, but mixed
fertilizers will also be needed. Actually, a soil test should be done first, but I know that very few
will take the time to do this. For soils that have not had a fertilized crop on them in a long time,
triple thirteen is usually a good choice for most crops except clovers. The rate should be set to
suit the crop; 25 to 30 pounds per thousand square feet for corn, and about half that amount for
crops like wheat, oats, and ryegrass, and sunflower. For clover, peas, and other legumes,
fertilizers like 5-20-20 with lower amounts of nitrogen are best because these plants can make
their own nitrogen. Be sure to inoculate clover, alfalfa, and other small legume seed with the
correct rhizobium bacteria so they can make nitrogen; some of these are pre-inoculated, but be
sure to check.
Those who go to the effort of preparing food plots are often taken advantage of by
marketing schemes that promise fantastic results if certain seed mixtures are used. These
mixtures are advertised heavily, and the products come in fancy packages with beautiful pictures
of deer, turkey, and other wildlife. The truth is that deer like almost any good crop, including
corn, soybeans, peas, clover, alfalfa, oats, wheat, ryegrass, and others. In the last few years they
have even become a big problem for cotton farmers, but I don’t suggest cotton for food plots.
Game birds prefer plants that produce good seed crops, such as wheat and oats, but will also
utilize the others as well. I suggest you buy the same seeds farmers use, prepare your plots the
same way farmers do, and you will be successful in the food plot game.
Call or come by the Attala County Extension Office if you need further information.

